PLANTAGENET
Contact with Ireland. Coincident with the martyrdom
of St Thomas there had taken place an action which was to
affect all future English history profoundly. This was the
contact with Ireland, which first began more than four years
before the murder of St Thomas, and the first hostile actions of
which took place in the eighteen months before the martyrdom
at Canterbury.
This original arrival in Ireland of the French-speaking knights
from England should not be regarded as a conquest; the position
was more complicated than that. What led to its having the
aspect of an attempted conquest (a conquest that was not really
attempted until it became a religious war after the end of the
Middle Ages) was at first the clash between the feudal system
of the society which the French-speaking nobles brought over
with them from Britain and the immemorial tribal usages of the
Irish people. Later the much more violent clash between the
new Protestant religion, gradually imposed upon England in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and that ancient Catholicism
which the Irish conspicuously refused to abandon turned it into
a mortal duel.
Ireland, like the rest of Christendom, was in the early Middle
Ages the scene of petty wars between local chieftains (often
called kings) admitting somewhat vaguely the authority of a
High King. In one of these quarrels Dermot, the chief ruler
of Leinster, which was the part of Ireland including the Danish
walled town of Dublin, the part that looks directly towards
England in the centre eastern Irish coast, was driven out, his
private enemy, O'Conor, being accepted as High King* Dermot
fled to England, landed in Bristol, went to find Henry in
Aquitaine, and there got leave to ally himself with certain barons
of Henry's to get back his kingdom.
Dermot got Richard de Clare (later given the English surname
of Strongbow), whose family had been in England ever since the
Conquest and who was the master of Pembrokeshire, to come
over and help him, and he offered him his daughter Eva in
marriage and the succession to his kingdom of Leinster after his
death. He also got some of the French-speaking nobles of Wales,
the sons of Gerald of Windsor (known later as the Geraldines).
These French-speaking nobles, with Welsh-speaking troops
and even certain Flemings who had settled in Pembrokeshire,
came over to Ireland in May 1169. In August of the next year